Primary Source Set Overview: Assimilation Through Education

“Kill the Indian and save the man”
~ Captain Richard Henry Pratt, Founder, Carlisle Indian School, PA

U.S. school for In
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The United States has a long-standing tension between preserving the cultural heritage of its
diverse population and creating a homogenous “American” culture. Indian populations, however,
have been outside such consideration. Indians have weathered conscious attempts to replace
their traditional ways with those sanctioned by the U.S. government, such as federal programs
removing them from their lands and the destruction of their livelihoods and way of life.

Education programs were instituted in the late 19th century to remove Indian children from the
influence of tribal traditions and offer them a proper education. To make Indian children patriotic
and productive citizens, government-run boarding schools, reservation boarding schools and day
schools were introduced. These schools strictly adhered to the speaking of only the English
language. They were conducted with military-like schedules and discipline, and emphasized
farming and other manual skills. The daily schedule was split between academics and vocational
training. By 1893, such education for Indian children was mandatory.

The Bureau of Indian Affairs ceased to support this form of education in the 1920s. Complaints
about costs, substandard living conditions, poor medical care, and poor teaching practices
contributed to the demise of this strict, mandatory program. The 1930s were a time of shifting
educational philosophy that corresponded to other changes in federal Indian policy. Many Indian
children were enrolled in public schools and, as the states assumed control of their education,
classroom lessons began to reflect the diversity of Indian cultures.

Suggestions for teachers:

Teachers may use these Library of Congress primary source documents to present viewpoints on
the education and assimilation of Indian peoples from the 1880-1920s. Students can learn the
perspective of government officials by reading their annual reports and analyzing the Indian
schools’ population statistics. Students can observe photographs of the Indian students, and
consider both what they objectively see and what they subjectively feel about these images. They
can study the movie depicting declining Indian Territory, as well as the map of the resulting
reservation system. Students can hear a musical Indian performance and see the pageantry of a
demonstration Indian battle presentation. They can compare and contrast the mixed messages in


http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/hawp:@field(NUMBER+@band(codhawp+00105285))

these materials: the desire to eliminate Indian culture and a public fascination with a romanticized
version of this culture. Magazine articles and the short story from the Federal Writers’ Project
provide first-person views that enhance an understanding of beliefs of the time.

Library of Congress online resources:
An online search will reveal a wealth of material available to help teachers teach about this topic.
Below are a few “starter” resources.

Lesson Plans and Teacher Tools
Reservation Controversies: then and now, a lesson plan from the Learning Page. Students

compare two reservation controversy scenarios. Grades 8-12
http://memory.loc.gov/learn/lessons/97/reservation/teacher.html

Indian Boarding Schools Civilizing the Native Spirit, a lesson plan from the Learning Page.
Students study the educational experiment conducted by the U.S. government to civilize

American Indian youth. Grades 6-9
http://lwww.loc.gov/learn/lessons/O1/indian/index.html

Edward A. Curtis’s The North American Indian a Collection Connection for the classroom teacher
http://www.loc.gov/learn/collections/curtis/curintro.html

History of the American West, 1860-1920 a Collection Connections for the classroom teacher
http://www.loc.gov/learn/collections/amwest/history4.html

The Changing Face of America: Immigration a feature presentation from the Learning Page. The
section on Native Americans offers a short history of their experience in the U.S., as well as an

engaging student activity about place names with Native American derivation.
http://memory.loc.gov/learn/features/immig/
http://memory.loc.gov/learn/features/immig/native_american.html

Related Collections
American Indians of the Pacific Northwest, an American Memory collection of 2,300 photographs
and 7,700 text pages.

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/award98/wauhtml/aipnhome.html

California as | Saw It, An American Memory collection of first-person narratives of the early years

of California, from 1849-1900. Includes full texts and illustration of 190 works.
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/cbhtml/cbhome.html

Indian Land Cessions in the United States, a special presentation from the American Memory
collection, A Century of Lawmaking for a New Nation. Includes Annual Reports of the Bureau of
American Ethnology to the Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, 1896-1897 and 67 maps and

tables compiled by Charles C. Royce for the 56" Congress.
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/amlaw/lwss-ilc.html
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/amlaw/lawhome.html
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